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* in research and training of people to

John McKanighe is one of the few
university professors who turn out
neighbourhood activists rather than !
academics. At the North Western :
University of Chicago he is professor
of urban affairs. iy the biggest city of
the United States he was able to start
a number of projects which are
examples for cities everywhere. To
improve the health of the community
they buiit rooftep greenhouses and
ta provide education they created a
network of learners and teachers
throughout the city. He visited
Resurgence recently and talked abour
the refatienship between the
university and the community.

esurgence: Moat universities
seemm to confine themsclves
#Lthto the academic world but you
tallk of moving out of it.

McKnight: When I say universities 1
mean farge American universities like
the university of Wisconsin, the North
Western University where I am, the
Untversity of California, Columbia or
Harvard, These universitics are engaged

manage large scale corporations, large
schoo% systems, large medical centres,
large governments, These universities
are preparing people to live at the top
of tEc pyramig afp power. When you
tale 1o the professors they will tell you
that because they are removed from the
main streamn, they can be objective,
they can search for the truth. But when

ou ook carefully you can see that in
3l;rzucls they are not abjective, They are
the handouaids of the macro-
institutions of our society. If you have
znf doubt Jook at their research, you
will see thar local communities do not
exist for the universities.

Resurgence: But the professors will
say that they work through the
macre world of large governments
and large corporations to benefit
local communities. The function of a
university is not to serve the local
comipunities but to influence the

Resurgence: How did yoer Centre

* worked 1n and with communities most

[ these imgﬁ tnstitutions the community

policy makers,
10

McKnight: In the United States they
don’t say that they are trying o direct
olicies to support local communities.

%‘he United Scates is predicated upon
individualism. S¢, they would say more
that they are supporting policies that
will maximise the development of the
individual, not communiries, It is an
important distinction. Most policy
people in universities are not concerned
with communities. They are concerned
with only two parts of the handscape:
the monumental institutions on rthe
one hand and miniscule individuals on
the other. They pay no attention to
commutiities or neighbourhoeds.

For Urban Affairs at the North
Western University develap this idea
of working in the neighbourhood?.

MceKnight 1 aind some others had

of our lives. When our universicy
established an urban research centre,

instead of just choosing academics, they |

asked rwo or three of us from outside
to come in and become professors. I
have no Ph.D2, no advanced education.
We decided to give it a wry. [ doube

very much thar you can take a group of ; acaaim

people who are pure acaderics and
make them very useful to primary - -
community life. Therefore they nesd 1d
ave somebody with them who always
rurns their heads away from large. -
mstitutions and centres of powergnd
turns them towards comnmunity. .

Resurgence: Can you tell us more.
about your neighbourhood work?

McKnight: Well, the Universicy T am
in 1s m Chicago, the biggest cloy in the
United States. Here i you are
concerned about communities you have
to be concerned sbhour the gicy, If we
were in a rural area we would have been
concerned about a raral area, We are
coneerned especially about those people
who have the least power, that means
the people who are poor, minority
peoples, latinos and blacks. Thaose of us
who came from the outside came from
those neighbourhioods, We have a
theory that all institutions must serve
communities or they are illegitimaze. In
fact in modern countries like Britain
and the United States this has becosine

inverted. People say that it is the job of © |

the communities to prepare cheir
mermbers to serve the institutions, If
you ate not ready to serve in one of

bas failed in its purpose. This is the
sioddern lie, It is a lie so large that it is
now for most people the truth, We .
operate on the opposite premise, that
tll:e cenzre of the society is the .
community. Thar institutions can only
be legitimate if chey strengrhen and
serve conunumities rather than
dorinate and distort them. In thae
sense we see ourselves as parr of a
struggle o push back the institusions,
and to give more room for rthe
conununities,
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; MeKaightt When 1 fivse wont o

- to dealing with large institutions, We

Resurgenge: How do you put this
theory into veality?

wmversity I thought thar in the
wniversity there would be much that
the communiry could use but, I found,
that was not wrue, A commusity is a
stnall group and the universicy is used

had to invent a way, to make the
university and protessors useful. Thar
is one of our missions to help
zeademics to be useful if thev don't
want to be slaves of the insarutional
spectre,

Ill give you an example, East
Garfield Park was a white
neighourhawd that over a peried
changed to a black neighbourhood, In
chis community when the people were |
all black many institutions remained g
white, They served the white who had |
moved sut but came back to be served. |
Two hospitals in the area were like
this, So the black people formed a

- pressure ou the hospitals so that chey

wauld serve the black people of the

i
|
* neighbourhoed association and pur i
3

" neighbourhood. This was affective afier 1
. two years. The hospital began hiring

© Was it true fivst of all and why? ‘They

- She said “I remember how many of us

black people and serving black peopie.
Later the neighbowhood associarion .
had 2 meeting which | attended. After
there had been considerable discussion
about how the hospiral was now
serving the conununivy an old lady
stood up and said “1 don’t see how this
helped us™. Everybody was surprised,

were sick before, Now people are just
25 sick, rhings have not improved”,
I'hey began ro discuss why thae was,

- all agreed that their health hadn’t
: improved even though they had two
. nice hospitals in the commuity. So

- poor hospitals # they were still sick.
© S0, we got some graduste students in
- sociclogy, economics, political seience,

¢ communities you have to be prepared
: to do humble work. You are not

! designing an atomic generator,

- important work thar kills people, vou
. are doing simple work that aliows

they rurned to me from the universicy |
and asked, “why has chat hoppened?”' T
said, “1 don’r know, Why don’t we i
find our?” ;
Now, here is something that the

university can be helpful with, Because
the community 15 not so well
acquainted with how things work in
this kind of tstirution. They thought
that it must be thar the hospitals are

They went into the library of the .
hospital and they began to take a |

sample of the medical records, looking | -

at every tenth one and writing down
what the record told us about the
persen who went into the hospical.

If you want to work with

people 1o live. There is a very close
relationsirig betwen the simpheity of
the work and fife. Most death dealing is
complicated.

Qur research showed thar the largest
number of people in the hospital were
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T

he centre of the
society is the
community. .
Institutions can only
be legitimate if they
strengthen and serve
communities.
We sce ourselves as
part of a struggle to
push back the
institutions and to
give more room for
the community.

R}

- most frequent reason was because of
: falls, third because of assauly: people

© powerful instirutions and at the same

not there because of tuberculocis,
cancer ar smallpox. They were there '
because of trafic accidents, The second

betng hic, shot or knifed, fourth reason: |
aleohol, fifth reason: drugs, sixth :
reason: bronchial problems, seventh
reasom: dog bites. We took rhis
information back to the community.
When they looked av the list they were
very surprised, because that list was 2 |
list of problems, not diseases, In other |
words, you can't go 1o a doctor and get
an innocudation against an automobile |
sccident bur that 1s the most hazardous
thing in the community. You can't get |
a pili from the doctor tor a fall down a
stum building svairs because the fend-
lord didn’t fix it up. The doctor can't
aven give a prescripuion or an order to
che landlord to fix the building. So the
infornration made clear to thern that
the problem wasn’t in the hospital, the
problem was in the communiey, They
understoed that the health problem ;
was their domain and they fSacf
mistekenly given it over to the medical
instivution. Because no macter how
many times they sew up a person in an |
automebile accident & Y‘ms no effect on |
automobile accidents. |
We have great medical Institutions in |
Chivago which can never improve _
health because the number one killer of |
people berween the ages of 16 and 45 s .

ausormobiles. So, now they ad 2 hist of
the real healch problems and it put
responsibility back on them, not on the !
hospitals. They had to do something |
aboue ir. When our health it placed '
back in our hands, all of 2 suj)den, we
will see how weak we are, hecause we
don’t have the tools, experience, skills,
knowledge and political power. Whers
are all those? They are alf in the large
institutions. That is why moviag
tOWrGs CoOMmunity empowerment is a
struggle sbout power. You cannot have

i

time strong connnuniues. You have o
veke power from che institutions as the
commumities grow in responsibility,

Resurgence: And you need ta take
some of their money.

MeKnight: In this neighbourhood we
did 2 study thar indicated that for
every dollar in cash that the persons
got just to buy foad and survive, 50¢
was paid to the health service for their
care. 1n a sense half of theb income was
ﬁwm to medicine, If [ went to the
ealth service and said: “Tell me what
would happen to the health of the
people in this neighbourhood if T raised
their income 56%:" They would say:
“Within ten vears theiy health wauid
uny way up.” I would say, “But vou
nve the 50%. You have i, You are

- making them sick.”” This is iatrogenic.

At the policy level the bospital is a sick
making institurion. it helps impoverish |
the poor. It is parasitic, Now parasites
can he alvight. Miseltoe is a parasite on
the vak rree bur the miseleoe is a lirele
plavt. the oak tree is big and strong. |
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But when you se¢ a parasite like

medical systems on poor people, that is
terrible, Because the parasite is the oak
tree and the community is the miselcoe.

Resurgence: Did you do snything to
help the cormmunity to 1akte health in
their own hands?

McEnight: Yes. The community asked
us why people were suffering from
bronc?;ial ?robiems, coughs, colds and
flu. We said we don’t know but we will
go and find cut. We are in the middle
of a network, that is a good thin
abowt a university, In our nerwork was
cur medical school. So we talked o
people there. We were told thne the .
most common reason for bronchial
problems is because in cities poor
people do not have the righr foad and
the condition of their body is so low
that they can't resist germs. So, we had
people from the medical school come
and meet with the community snd talk
about mutrition. People said, ““the mam
thing that we don’t have is fresh fruit
and vegetables. They cost too much
and we ean’t grow them for there is no
place to grow things.,” At that point
they began to talk about how they
could grow their own fresh fruit and
vegetables. This is 2 shum neighbour-
hood, the houses are jammed together
with very little ground. Then one of
the people said, “well vou know most
of the apartment buildings have 2 flat
roof. Maybe we can grow things up on
top. Can we do that?”’ They turned to
me. 1 said, “T don’t know but we will
find ouc.”

56, we wenc to the library and got in
rouch with the appropriate techmolo
network. They said you could probabiy
do it. You have to take earth gp chere
but it would blow away and in the
winter it wouldn’t be warm , so, you
would need 2 %:’eﬁﬁ house, We began to
explore with the neithourhood how
the greenhouses could be built and how
much the materials would cost. They
decided to experiment and they built 2
green house on top of one of the
apartment buildings and began to grow
things. Then some interesting things
began to happen. Pirst, they got food
which was fresh. That was fuﬁpful.
They also grew more food than the
person whose house it was on could
gut. 8¢, that person could sell it in the
community. This helped to build the
neighbourhood economy, so it was
economnic development. The rools were
the major places where the buildings
lost their heat, this had made the
buildings very inefficient and cxpensive.
Now with the greenhouse on top of
the roof the heat which had been
wasted was used o warm the green-
house so that in winter you could grow
the fruiv and vegetables, Nearby there
was an old people’s home. They found
out abour the greenhouses and asked if
they could come up and work in them,
Many of them had been raised in rural
agricultural areas, Now they condd

row things and be around plants. This
grought a whole new {ife 1o these old

12

! that is a magnificent rool. But if you go
i to a university they can’t help you with -
i a greenhouse. Because they will say it is

: houses and informarten that would

. these rhings. Seeing how they work,
. why they work, so we could exphin to
i other people if they wanted to do these

Resurgence: You also started 2

people. The man who managed the
nursing home, said to me. “This is
unbefievable. Tt has changed the very
nature of how these people ferl about
Tife”. Then a youth worker, who was
dealing with juvenile delinquents,
brought some of these boys vp and
taughe them how to work in the green-
house and they too began to think
differently. They became more respon-
sible to each other and to the
community because of their respon-
sibilties for something natural. The
food, economic developimens, ener
conscrvation, bringing old people back
to Jife and bringing young people back
to the community. All of thess things
happened from the greenhouse, Now

too simple. I you want to build 2 huge
gyodesic donse, which will pot a ciry
under glass, they will puc tﬁeir minds
to i,

Most netghbourhoods are aot in
touch with people who have
telephones, who can call around the
country to Hbraries and methods of
knewing what is heppening. So, we
were able to find our about green-

start them on the way they wanted to
o, We also spent some time evaluating

things.

Resurgence: How were these
greenhouses financed?

McKnight: The neighbourhood
orgamisation has money from a trusy,
which it used to finauce the fivst green-
house. As the greenhouses developed
they financed each gther. You can
make anough money off one preen-
house o build another. So you just
need seed money w get going.

‘trying to think abg

¢ said t0 me, “edu

© were gathered th

' wanted vo learn could A vie

P 20,000 subgects that people

MecKnight: This camme
umversity. We had a ¢
people who were g
education. They b
none of the so calles
schools were Wi
were wasting the
in educational adm
schools. So they:
centre “"hefﬂ' the

rather than insglen

15 hopeless. I'm
I said vo him, ¢
having 2 semings
Mexico.” So h
Intergsting’’ an
Cuernsvaca whe:
direcemg CIDO

of learning exchan;
people who wanted {9
deposit their nanwes aniy

1mes
of peopie who could réach. When he
came back I Jent him vwenty deHars
and we produced several thensand

leaflers and went around:
community and stuck then i ol
boxes saying to people: “Wedke:

starting a learning exchange. Hyou

. know anything that you could teach
: call and tell us.” More and mage people

ahout
cpuld reach

'._.ie

came forward, We buth ajp
e

and over the years we hav

thousands and thousands of

I whe use it, We wanted it o hdirmime
: economically self sustaining 5o

i asked people 1o pay an: :
¢ membership, not much iz ergieh for

e
the expenses, This is a very e

device unlike a school. It has 20.060

teachers but when you leok at it fe a

: small office in a church attic, Tu
. ong, sometimes two people in -tk oifice
cand it has 3 teiephones.% i
¢ and say T would bke to learn sbour

" weaving,” and you look in the card file

coplé call in

¢ and you se¢ vou have three reachers

learning exchange. How did that

. wito can reach weaving. You can call
- them and see whether they want 1o be
come zbout? i

paid or not, where and when they can
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do it and whether it is the kind of
weaving you want, 'We make a hi
point t%lat we don't certify any of these
reschers. Certification is the way
teachers protect themselves from
having 1o know anything. I you ask
“which one is the best?" I say, “Why
i don’t you go and look at their weaving,
- and tn{k to their students? Then you
" will really know.” If T gave a certificate
© vou would depend on me and 1 would
. give 2 certificate to anyone who went
; to my weaving school, because I have a
vested interest. Some of the graduates
: from my schoal will be great weavess,
. many og them will be average, same of
themn will be terrible, but they wilf afi
i have my certificate. You may end up
! with a rerrible weaving wachar but you
i can't resist becavse on the wall the
* weaving teacher has a gold seal and 2
certificate from my school. I give you a
. great opportunity unlike the school: T
Eive you three people who say they can
weave and yau go and find out if they
can. We have had only one complaing
in zen year..
The learning exchange tends to be
. used by younger people, I think older
people have been so schoaled that they
" don’t think that they could learn
outside of 2 school. Or maybe schools
made peaple 56 sick of whar was called
learning that they don’t want to do kit
guy rore. It is used especially for
learning skills, music, language, crafrs,
ares, ete.

Resurgence: Why do teachers in these
areas come especially to you and why
- are students looking for these

: subjects?

f

: McKnight: I think it is because

schools are least effective when vou are

learning how to do something with

your hands. There is no substiture for

an apprentice like relationship. There-

fore our learning exchange s in part an

apprentice/master bank. It also operates

; in many othei areas. There are people

i who are interested in teachin éreek

. philosophy. A c[pers:an using LEQ learning
exchange could in the same amount of

Resurganes Na. 95

. aut

timg as a student ar high school
become 2 100 rimes better educated
and for half the price.

Resurgence: Do you have any
practical way of goinE about
cmlPowcring' the neighbourhoods,
politicatly?

MeKnight: We are just beginning
there. In American cities central
government has all the local power and
communities have none. What hgs
happened in the iast 40 years is that
more and more powers have gone from
the cities to the state and from the
state to the federal government. 8o we
are beginning to develop a network of

| people who are going to lobby, to

develop research, argument, advocscy
for dis{persing authority from the
central government to the jocal
neighbonrhoods.

Resurgence: What areas do you want
to see neighbourheod governments in
charge of? Taxation?

McKnight: Yes. The neighbourhood
ought to be able to decide what will be
done with at least a-part of the taves
that come from the neighbourhond, At
present all the raxes from the
neiihbourhood go vo the central

ority which then decides what will

: be done with it for or to the

i neighbourhood. In poor

neighbourhoods there is 2 second issuc.
Taxation redistribures income so that
poor neighbourhoods have extra money
coming to them. But it comes In
programmes: health programmes, social
Service progr;tmmes, Chl d ?f{)gflﬂimes,
ali sorts of programmes. Wz would hke
to have that money come to the poor
aeighbourhoods as money, not as
programines, sc that the people can
decide how they will develop their own
community. That money could be used
as investment for enterprises thar
would begin to build an economy that
would free them from dependence on
services provided by the government.
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in other words, the Institusional |
servants, who are helping the poor, are !
really taking investment capital away
from the people and using 1 for them-
selves, We say, “Don’t help them. Just
give us your salary and we will invest 1t
1n greenhouses or something. We will
be infinitely betrer off thun with your
medical service or social service.”

Resurgence: What about fegal power?

McKnighe: That is more difficult, Bur
! would like to see local communitis
having power to decide what shali be 2
violation of law in the criminal sense
and what shall be the penaley, We
know ir1 our big cities that our criminali
laws are an absolute failure, We are
sending lacge numbers of young men,
mostly black, away to prison where i
their experience is hidecus and they
come our angry, bitrer and hetter
trained in the ways of crime. They are
then a literal menace. We have made
them criminals. One way to break that
i$ to put the autherity at a local level,
for people to define what is allowed
and what tsn't. And to have
community people thvoived in what |
calf adjudication. And here Tcan goa
liede further, 1 think the most anti-
revolutionary power is the power to |
exile. ‘That is, if you have a community
which has a bad social order, which
produces lots of people who are
mentally ill, who are physically
unhealthy, whose chil%rm are
delinguent, or cximinal and you send afl
of those people outside to be
institutionalised, in hogpitals, prisons,
reformatories, then youl have made it
possible for the community to continve
to have a bad social order, The message
of this exile is: we are O.K. but those
people whom we send out are bad. And|
the social service professional is the key ;

“person in this anti-revelutionary

system. Social services encourage this
exile. They say: you exile them and we
will rake care of them. T would like vo |
draw z boundary around the
conumunity, arE say: when your
children commit crimes you can do
anything you want, except send them
out, When peopli become menrally i1
Emu can't send them away, vou have to
ook after them. You wiﬁr then assume
the therapeutic role which che
professional now performs. Maybe you
will be forced wo go what you shouid

ave done in the first place, You will
think. I have so many juvenile
delinguents T can’t take cate of them, 1
must figure out why we have so many
juvenile delinquents. And you know
whar we wilf gmd out? we the
community make them. So to deal with
our problem, we will have 1o change
the communtty. That is where true
revolution stares. @

ROOF-TOP GREENHOUSES :
REVITALISING AN URBAN i
COMMUNITY IN CHICAGO, i
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